What would T. H. Huxley have made of prion diseases?
T. H. Huxley was "Darwin's bulldog," and took the offensive in championing the cause of evolution against skeptical scientists and outraged theologians. As such, he took part in one of the great "paradigm shifts" of biology, at the end of the nineteenth century. Huxley was a rigorous scientist and wrote important articles on scientific method, as well as publishing extensively on a wide range of subjects in natural history. In the second half of the twentieth century, the "prion hypothesis" was put forward to explain the pathogenesis of a curious group of diseases known as the transmissible spongiform encephalopathies. This also involved a "paradigm shift" because the prion hypothesis postulated that biologically relevant information could be enciphered in protein conformation (rather than encoded in nucleic acid base sequences), and could be transmitted from one molecule to another, thereby causing infectious disease. This article examines a few of Huxley's remarks to speculate on how he might have responded to the scientific debate about prion disease had he lived a century later.